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How does anyone become a new person? How do we put the past behind us and make a new start? Can we, at whatever our age, become new? What is involved in a ministry of newness?
Our story for today (Luke 7:36 ff) gives us guidance for this business of newness. On the one hand, this is a lovely story, a tender scene of a woman bathing Jesus feet with ointment and tears, and then drying his feet with her hair. We might say the story is a bit embarrassing. After all, everyone knows who this woman is; she is a sinner, likely a woman of the streets. The Pharisees, the hard-liners of the day, reprimanded Jesus for allowing this woman to wash his feet when this behavior was considered unacceptable by polite society. But Jesus responds to the woman with compassion. In this tender moment he forgives her for her past sins.
What! What is Jesus saying? Doesnt he understand that this woman is second class, inferior in the eyes of proper society! Doesnt he understand that she is only one step away from harsh condemnation! In that day women were subservient, virtual slaves. What do you mean, Jesus, telling this street woman that she is forgiven?
Jesus tries to help the hard-liners (the hard-headed, hard-hearted) understand. He tells them a little parable about a creditor who loaned, lets say, 50 dollars to one person and 500 dollars to another. Then the creditor forgave the loans. "Which one of these will love the creditor more?" The Pharisee said, "The one he forgave the most." And Jesus said, "Correct."
It is at this point that Jesus turns to the woman and says, "Your sins are forgiven." You have to hand it to Jesus. He knew how to seize the teachable moment. His sense of timing was uncanny. He is saying that when your debt is bigger, and your debt is cancelled, you will respond with more love for the one who forgave the debt. When your sin is great, and you are forgiven, you are freed to have a larger capacity to love.
This kind of forgiveness sounds so good, but its not popular. It is an offense to many people. We dont like it when someone responds to a notorious sinner with forgiveness. We want them to "get what they deserve." We saw it on TV with the execution of Timothy McVeigh this past Monday. Vindictiveness, revenge, punishment seem to be the order of the day. Thats what the people of Jesus day probably wanted to do with the nameless woman in todays story. Get rid of her! Punish her.
But Jesus way is different. Jesus is in the business of helping people become new, helping people overcome the past, freeing people from whatever holds them back. Jesus in the business of bringing new life, new beginnings. Newness. For Jesus, the gate to newness is called forgiveness. The word forgiveness means to release the person from domination by the past. (from Gordon Cosby) Jesus was in the business of releasing people, freeing them, from whatever held them down.
We might say that the major work Jesus did was to forgive people. It was the most radical thing he did. It was forgiveness that got him in trouble. It was forgiveness that got him killed. Why? Because people cant seem to stand it when somebody gets mercy rather than punishment. We have such a terrible time with forgiveness, and we therefore have a terrible time with Jesus. Over and over Jesus is going around forgiving people, when most people didnt think he should do it. 
Many or most Americans seem to feel that people need to suffer for their sins. To put it precisely, we think other people need to suffer. When we sin, when we mess up, we want to get the mercy. But when it comes to other sinners, especially well-known sinners, we as a society have a terrible record. It is rare for us to desire that another person be freed from guilt and sin. We quickly move to revenge and retaliation. We have the unfortunate view that even when someone has killed other people (like Timothy McVeigh), we think the right thing to do is to kill them. Jesus seems to be asking, "Why?" "Why do we kill people who kill people to show that killing people is wrong?"
Forgiveness is not condoning what the other person has done. There are consequences to all destructive behavior. But forgiveness means that we can start over, just as Moses started over after he killed an Egyptian. Just as Paul started over after he persecuted the early Christians. Just as the woman in our story today was freed to start over.
When most prefer revenge or retaliation, Jesus says that there is another way. Jesus showed us the way. When society wanted to condemn, Jesus wanted to forgive. When society wanted to exclude, Jesus wanted to include. When society wanted to punish, Jesus wanted to give mercy. The most radical thing Jesus ever did was to forgive people. Of all the things he did, I think it was forgiving people that brought him great opposition. How ironic that the bringer of forgiveness is killed at the hands of unforgiving people. Then as he is dying on a cross, Jesus is still forgiving. "Father, forgive them."
If we want to be faithful disciples of Jesus, our job is straightforward. Our job is to continue the ministry of Jesus. That means that, as Jesus people, our primary work is forgiveness. In the season of Pentecost, we focus on the Holy Spirit. The great gift of the Holy Spirit is the power to forgive. Following the resurrection Jesus said to his disciples, to us: "If you forgive someone, they are forgiven. If you dont forgive them, they will remain unforgiven." (New Revised Standard Version) The New English Bible translates it, "If you forgive any persons sins, they stand forgiven; if you pronounce them unforgiven, unforgiven they remain." (John 20:23)
This is one of the most amazing commands Jesus gave. It is not just God who forgives, not just Jesus who forgives. Jesus is saying that it is in our power to forgive sins. If you forgive someone, they are forgiven; if you dont forgive them, they remain in their sin. By not forgiving someone, we consign the other person to the shackles of sin. We have been given enormous power!
By the gift of the Holy Spirit, we have been given the power to forgive sins. Its an awesome responsibility. We symbolize it every Sunday here when a different person says to us, "My sisters and brothers, your sins are forgiven." And we say, "Thanks be to God." We may as well shout because what we are hearing is that we have all been given a second chance, a whole new life. Our sins are not held against us. Our mistakes dont hold us back. Our messes dont keep us stuck in the past. We are freed. We are made new. You are a new creation.
Now you may not believe it. But the issue is whether we can allow these words to penetrate our being: Your sins are forgiven. When we hear, 
"Your sins are forgiven," we may think of the skeletons in our closet, the sad memories of pain and guilt from the past. But when we hear, "You are forgiven," we are hearing revolutionary words. We are hearing stunning words. Its as if we are hearing "The door to your prison is now unlocked. The war is over. Your pain is ended. Youve got a new life." 
If you or I ever want to start over, the only way it can happen is through forgiveness. If there is someone blocking you from fullness of life, the question may be "Do you need to forgive them?" If there is some event in the past that is causing you to be stuck, it may be that forgiveness is needed.
If there is an obstacle to a friendship, or an obstacle in your marriage, it may be that you are unforgiving. One of the advantages in marriage or friendship is that it gives you lots of practice in forgiving and being forgiven. And in our long-term relationship with Jesus, if we ever expect to be real disciples of Jesus, it makes no sense to go around unforgiven or unforgiving.
Sometimes the larger-than-life, dramatic forgiveness stories may give us perspective in our everyday forgiveness situations. About five years ago from this pulpit we heard Marietta Jaeger tell the story of her change of heart toward the man who killed her 7-year old daughter. She had gone through enormous pain, with months and months of anger and a desire for revenge. Then one day she heard God say to her, "I dont want you to feel this way." It was then, Marietta said, "I gave God permission to change my heart." After that, she went on a search to find the man who killed her daughter, and she was able to tell him that she forgave him. It was a process that took some time; but when she let God help her, she was able to forgive the man and release him and herself from the burden of anger and unforgivingness.
The Gospel tells us that it makes no sense to go around unforgiven or unforgiving. We are commissioned by Jesus to say to one another, "Your sins are forgiven. You are free to be a new person."
Will you accept the power to forgive? Will you accept the gift of forgiveness?
May it be so for all of us. Amen.
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